After Act 6, I didn't know if I would actually do another story arc. I finished college in 2013 (around the end of Act 5) and Act 6 came at the end of a sort of extended summer. By then I'd been signed up as BUCK 2014's design officer, and I was trying to go about this business of being an adult. As you can see, that didn't work out great.

Act 7 was meant to be a definitive end to the story. Act 3 had kind of ended the main conflict but there was still room to keep going, and what I needed was to tie up the loose ends such that I could move on, never come back, and be happy with how it ended. There's still room for the occasional one-shot post, but no need for another story arc. As such, Act 7 doesn't really have much of a plot - it's primarily reflection. It's not so much about the process of Spitfire coming up with a new show and putting it together (as far as putting on a show goes, Face the Future went off with inhuman precision), it's more about the rite of passage that it represents for her as the figurehead of this national institution, and proving herself worthy of the role to herself, where before she'd felt like she'd come upon her position undeservedly. This is why there's all the visual callbacks to things that have happened previously (such as the first appearance of DOG SERPENT: THE RECKONING since like Act 2). I absolutely love bookending in stories, and I felt like Act 7 had all the bookending that Act 3 lacked to make it a definitive ending.

The role of death in Act 7 was what I used to keep it interesting as opposed to a list of callbacks. The banner was meant to leave it ambiguous as to whether Spitfire was actually going to survive the arc, and of course I'm hugely grateful to Fethur for allowing me to use Horizon as the face of death in the story. As I mentioned in the Act 1 commentary, Horizon came from the Tales By Moonlight board at http://talesbymoonlight.net/index/ .

It's also the most rigidly planned act of them all, and the audience interaction was decoration at best. Consider the whole act the 40 minutes of cutscene at the end of Metal Gear Solid 4.

1 -> 4

I had a lot of fun making up the past Wonderbolt captains. I've never really defined the organisation too much until this point, other than that it had seven core members at any time, and it descended from a very old paramilitary organisation. Also bear in mind that I don't read episode synopses before the episodes air, and page 2 went out mere days before Testing, 1, 2, 3 (the episode where Rainbow Dash has to study Wonderbolt history). Fucking nailed it, right down to Pony fucking Hawk.

I'll put down the different 80's-themed captains to cultural differences. The North American-made show has Top Gun as a big part of its cultural memory, where being English-speaking European, when I think of the 80s I picture the New Romantics. It also shows through in how the show pictures the Wonderbolts as being very much still steeped in military trappings, where I portray them as performers that reinvent themselves every few years or so.

In hindsight I'm surprised it took so long for Supermarine to be relevant to the story, but I guess the story was so introspective that even Soarin took a while to be more than the occasional guest star.

5 -> 8

I'm still not going to confirm whether Horizon really exists or is just a hallucination derived from Soarin. I just like baiting the uncertainty. I love Horizon's full design though - what I've depicted is a mere cameo. He's an extremely well-worked example of an avatar of death that's not grim in any respect really - he's just doing his job, and how easy others want to make that for him is up to them.

Also for anyone who's only reading back on this through this archive, the "vans" joke comes from a 24-hour charity stream I did a few months before this act to raise money for a homeless charity near me whose van was stolen. A couple of people stayed up with me the whole 24 hours, including the mod and voice of the Announcer, pictured here being smacked with a newspaper. Nobody's really sure why he's even there. Joking aside though, he's probably the most imaginative Wonderbolt-related OC I've ever come across, and his very being is just absurd enough to neatly fit into Spitfire's world.

9 -> 11

Another spontaneous guest is Rainboom, the Wonderbolts' hairdresser. This scene was originally going to be set in Supermarine's hotel room, but I moved it to a salon because Rainboom is just adorable.

I wanted to reuse the bar from Act 1 for the bar scene here, but it only ended up being used in one frame because it was an awkward angle and was 2011 art. Still, it found its way in! Yay bookending. I think the shading style is the more important callback here.

Originally the reason Spitfire and Soarin went to the training grounds at night was so Spitfire could try and trigger her near-death experience again with Soarin on hand to help her, just so she could talk to Horizon again. On reflection this made no fucking sense, and would take a long time to draw anyway (as it was I was cutting corners). Instead I had them go there to shoot the breeze, and the scene ended up showing how far Spitfire had come since the start of the story, by stopping Soarin from tumbling down a despair spiral.

Is the moon in 11_5 slightly to the left of where is in the other frames? Fuck.

12

I never intended for Spitfire and Soarin to be romantically linked, but it's such a pervasive ship in the fandom and I'd spent the last two pages having them pour their guts out at each other, so naturally I was swamped with the shipping questions. Spoilers, this was the plan all along. I can't remember if the segue into the kiss was supposed to be something else, but the questions helped.

Also bear in mind that at this point Spitfire, however well she's hiding it, doesn't know if she's going to survive this show, so she probably would have a certain "well why the fuck not" about it.

FACE THE FUTURE // RACE DAY

I talk more about this animation in the animation commentary!

13

The hardest thing to write in the epilogue was the conversation with Rainbow Dash. For a while it looked like Rainbow Dash might actually be losing faith in the Wonderbolts, and that's what I kind of rolled with here, given that Spitifre of Firestarter Spitfire has been a less than amazing role model. The show has since swayed back, but I can't see Rainbow Dash doing anything happily other than being a Wonderbolt (someone said they wanted to see her join the royal guard). I had to capture her in the middle of this sway away from her childhood dream, in just the right state of disillusionment that she was definitely losing her faith but could still be brought back in a short conversation.

The other thing about this page is that from Spitfire's point of view, actually talking to Rainbow Dash is a tremendous act of courage, because she feels so threatened by her. The Behemoth was another one of those symbolism things that I wasn't sure if anyone had picked up on, so I shoved it in the shadows behind Dash. Though, that whole thing requires that Wonderbolt Academy have gone differently because Spitfire talks to her there, and it can't just have not happened because she had to meet Lightning Dust to make Act 5 work...

In a lot of versions of Fractured Loyalty, a blog I took a lot of early influence from and who I still cross over slightly with now and then, have Dash somewhere on this sway away from the Wonderbolts for various reasons, sometimes financial, which may have put her out of this version of the Wonderbolt Academy? I don't know. It's an inconsistency that has some way around it that I can't be bothered defining. Just take it to mean that things went slightly differently in this world.

16 & 17

I'm pretty sure 16_8 made some people cry, and as a writer that's extremely satisfying. Anyone who'd been following the Hurricane's Ghost blog had this dramatic irony going on that they knew Hurricane had to be there, and that set against the silent last frame just...

Originally, the final scene was going to end with an 80s-style movie credits roll over Spitfire walking away, with short blurbs about what each character was going to do after the story, set to Don't Stop Believing by Journey, but everything I wrote felt kind of superfluous, like it was unnecessary explanation, and that there was no other way it could end but how it did. Even the last frame having "Dream on, little dreamer" as a kind of "See you, space cowboy" was pushing it.

For posterity I've included what was going to be in the WHOOPS JUST KIDDING you get nothing. I don't mind entertaining the possibilities of what could have been along the line, but I think the uncertainty and open-endedness of the ending are important, and I'd be afraid that including the what-happened-next might be taken as a canon ending, which I don't want. What happens next? Decide for yourself.